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Herbert de Souza, one of Brazil's strongest voices on behalf of the poor and against injustice, died on
Aug. 9 at the age of 61. The cause of death was liver failure resulting from AIDS. Despite his illness,
de Souza was deeply involved in the nation's major social issues including agrarian reform, hunger,
and police brutality. Shortly before his death, de Souza, known throughout the country as Betinho,
granted an exclusive interview to LADB Political Affairs Editor Patricia Hynds.
A hemophiliac, Betinho was the third brother in his family to succumb to AIDS, which he contracted
in 1986. The deaths of his brothers prompted his campaign for quality control in blood banks where
negligence resulted in many patients contracting AIDS following transfusions. He founded an
organization to promote AIDS awareness and prevention, to fight prejudices, and provide services
to the sick. "I'm still well," he said in an interview in 1987, after announcing that he had the AIDS
virus. "I'm just living under the guillotine."
At the time, few Brazilians with the disease would speak up publicly. From political exile to
internationally known activist De Souza, a sociologist, was exiled during the military dictatorship in
1971 and lived in Chile. He returned to Brazil after an amnesty was declared in 1979. After returning
from exile, he founded the independent, nongovernmental Instituto Brasileiro de Analises Sociais e
Economicas (IBASE). The organization's motto is "democratize information to democratize society."
In addition, he led some of the most influential social movements in Brazilian society, including the
battle for free and direct elections and the fight against political corruption, which led to the removal
from office of former president Fernando Collar de Mello (see NotiSur, 07/07/92 and 09/08/92).
Betinho's increasing physical weakness did not stop him from heading the biggest anti-hunger
movement in the history of Brazil. In 1992, de Souza led the Citizens Action Against Hunger
and Misery and for Life campaign, which incorporated millions of Brazilians in 4,000 voluntary
committees throughout the country. The campaign gathered and distributed 600 tons of food to
the hungry during the Christmas season of 1993-94. The campaign was supported by municipal
governments, companies, and 900 organizations. The Brazilian daily Jornal do Brasil later said
11% of the population was involved in some way in the campaign. And, as a result of his efforts to
combat hunger, De Souza was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1994.
Similarly, he brought a social perspective to Rio's failed bid to host the 2004 Olympics, calling for
proceeds to go toward providing all street children with schooling and food and improving the
lives of the city's poor. Recently he devoted his energy to an initiative encouraging companies to
re-examine the responsibilities of "citizenship" by broadening their social action and presenting
accounts in a public "social balance." Several business associations and transnational companies
joined the initiative. "He was an example of the spirit of sacrifice, the missionary spirit," said
Joao Pedro Stedile, leader of the landless campesinos' Movimento dos Sem Terra (MST). "He
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showed that the poor can solve their problems by organizing themselves rather than waiting for the
government." Said President Fernando Henrique Cardoso, "He acted as a representative for the
needy and showed us that we should be concerned with the social problems of the country."

Betinho described nation's problems to LADB
LADB interviewed de Souza at IBASE in Rio de Janeiro in May 1997. Betinho talked about the
need for agrarian reform and the growing importance of the MST, as well as the problems of
urban poverty (see NotiSur, 03/14/97). "Agrarian reform has captured the support of those in the
cities," said de Souza. "Now people are saying the favelas (shantytowns) are our problem. But it is
misery that is our problem." Betinho said efforts such as the Campaign Against Hunger and the
"citizenship" initiative prove that the "possibility of change is greater than ever before." Those
movements, he said, demonstrate that "we can overcome the problem of social exclusion, our major
problem as a nation."
For Betinho, recapturing the concept of citizenship and making it more than an empty notion is
one of the most important projects of grassroots organizations in Brazil today because it appeals
to citizens as individuals and "builds on the ethical principles of solidarity and democracy."
Citizenship, he told LADB, includes social and political consciousness, participation, and action
by increasing sectors of society to end inequalities, injustice, and poverty. Betinho criticized the
insensitivity of Brazil's economic model to social problems. He said the fight against inflation had
reduced social progress to a mediocre focus on stability.
"Peace without inflation has become peace with misery," he said. When looking at Brazil's social ills,
de Souza said police corruption in Rio and Sao Paulo is the most serious issue. He said the police are
involved at every level in drugs, crime, and violence (see NotiSur, 12/02/97). Their actions against
the poor are protected by impunity, he said, and because they do not threaten the middle class,
nothing is done. "Betinho was the Brazilian Gandhi, an unarmed Che Guevara, a Mandela who did
not become president," said historian Francisco Alencar, organizer of the memorial service in Rio.
[Sources: Jornal do Brasil (Brazil), 04/28/96; Associated Press, 08/09/97; Reuter, 08/10/97; Inter Press
Service, The New York Times, The Washington Post, 08/11/97; The Miami Herald, 08/12/97]
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